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IMAGES OF AMERICA: PRECISIONIST PAINTING AND MODERN PHOTOGRAPHY 
August 17 - October 9, 1983 

The exhibition. Images of America: Precisionist Painting and Modern 
Photography , documents the parallel courses that a number of American painters 
and photographers followed from the period of the first World War through the 
1940s, when both were discovering a rich source of inspiration in the architectural 
and industrial forms that were transforming America's cities and countryside. 

They recorded the skyscrapers, bridges, factories, grain elevators, and other 
artifacts of machine-age America, discarding pictorial techniques of the past 
in favor of a new directness and clarity. 

Karen Tsujimoto, associate curator at the San Francisco Museum of Modern 
Art and organizer of this traveling exhibition, has assembled from museums and 
private collections throughout the country approximately 150 works by 33 of the 
most prominent of these painters and photographers. Included are works by 
Charles Sheeler and Ralston Crawford, in both mediums; paintings by Charles 
Demuth, Preston Dickinson, and Georgia O'Keeffe; and photographs by Alfred 
Stieglitz, Paul Strand, Edward Weston, Berenice Abbott, and Margaret Bourke- 
White. Several photographs and prints from The Cleveland Museum of Art's 
collection supplement the exhibition, which will be on view at the Cleveland 
Museum from August 17 through October 9, 1983. 

In the work of the painters, who later came to be called "Precisionists, " 
subjects were reduced to their basic geometric shapes and defined by precise 
edges and smoothly applied, sometimes arbitrary, color. The Precisionists 
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borrowed from European ideas: from Dada, the validity of mechanical subjects, and 
from Cubism its analytic dissection and abstraction of forms. But while they 
applied Cubism^ s techniques of simplified, flattened forms, distorted perspective, 
and shallow space to the stark geometric shapes of urban and industrial architecture, 
their work remained essentially representational and their subjects recognizable. 

Sheeler, Demuth, Dickinson, and O’Keeffe were among the earliest 
"Precisionists,” followed by Louis Lozowick, Ralston Crawford, and Edmund 
Lewandowski. They never formed a school or movement, but many of them knew one 
another and exhibited together. Their styles, which ranged from semi-- abstract ion 
to photographic realism, varied as widely as their attitudes toward their 
subjects. While some of their works seemed to celebrate the advances of modern 
technology, others conveyed a sense of uneasiness about the transformation of 
America from a rural and agrarian society into an urban, industrial nation. 

Charles Sheeler pursued the Precisionist aesthetic of clarity, order, and 
the search for underlying structure in his subjects more consistently and 
longer than any of the others — from the 1920s until the late fifties. Among 
the eleven paintings by Sheeler in this exhibition are one of his earliest and 
finest, the Cubist-influenced Church Street El of 1920, from the collection of 
The Cleveland Museum of Art, and a photographically realistic painting of 
locomotive wheels. Rolling Power , 1939, lent by the Smith College Museum of Art. 
Sheeler took up commercial photography to support his painting, but by the 
twenties he was becoming just as famous for his photographs, such as the 1927 
series of Ford Motor Company’s plant at River Rouge. Photography had a signifi- 
cant role in Sheeler ’s development as a painter; in fact, he often translated 
his photographs into paintings. The close relationship between his painting and 
photography can be seen in two works on exhibit, a 1922 painting. Offices , and a 
1920 photograph of New York buildings on which it was based. 
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Sheeler and Paul Strand were among the first photographers to take 
sharply-focused photographs of industrial and architectural subjects, shooting 
from angles that would emphasize their abstract forms. Their methods were a 
revolutionary departure from the then-popular technique of manipulating photo 
images to make them look like paintings. Following World War I, photographers 
became increasingly dissatisfied with the romantic, soft-focus, pictorial style. 
They began to acknowledge the qualities intrinsic and unique to photography- 
sharpness, clarity, and objectivity. 

Alfred Stieglitz, who had actively promoted pictorialism in the first decade 
of the century, became by the late teens the champion of "straight photography." 
Stieglitz particularly admired what he described as the "brutally direct" 
photography of Paul Strand, devoting the entire last issue (June, 1917) of his 
famous journal. Camera Work , to Strand's photographs. Wheel Organization , 1917, 
one of six photographs by Strand in this exhibition, is a pioneering work, the 
^^^st to demonstrate the expressive possibilities of close— up views of machinery. 

Edward Weston, who had established himself in California as a photographer 
the pictorialist mode, took his first sharply— focused industrial photographs 
on a trip to Ohio in 1922, including one of the Middletown Armco Steel plant which 
is in the exhibition. In 1932, Weston, along with Ansel Adams, Willard Van Dyke, 
Imogen Cunningham, and others founded the California Group f . 6A, a name derived 
from the smallest aperture then available on a camera and the one with which 
photographers could achieve the most precise definition of forms. This loosely 
knit organization was devoted to demonstrating the expressive potential of 
straight photography, and its members took their images from nature as well 
as from man-made or industrial forms. 
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Although America in the thirties was in a desperate economic situation, it 
was still experiencing something of a construction boom. At this time Berenice 
Abbott began her photographic "portrait** of New York City and Margaret Bourke- 
White produced some of her most impressive photographs of industry and 
architecture, including Dam, Fort Peck, Montana , the cover picture for the first 
issue of LIFE Magazine in 1936. 

More and more painters and photographers, however, were becoming dis- 
illusioned with the society created by American technology. Many now felt 
compelled to comment on the human misery caused by the Great Depression. As 
Margaret Bourke-White recalled on a visit to the Dust Bowl, **Here were faces 
engraved with the very paralysis of despair. These were faces I could not 
pass by.** 

By the forties only a few of the original Precisionists — Charles Sheeler, 
Ralston Crawford, and Niles Spencer — continued to work in the Precisionist style. 
Although their work was eclipsed for a while by abstract expressionism and 
subsequent styles in American art, the Precisionist painters, and the photographers 
who shared their ideals, had opened up new areas of experimentation in American 
art. And what is perhaps more significant, says Miss Tsujimoto, in their choice 
of subjects they created an art that was uniquely American. 

Several of the artists represented in this exhibition have links with 
Cleveland and Ohio. The painter George Ault (1891-1948) and the photographer 
and filmmaker Ralph Steiner (b. 1899) were born in Cleveland. The photographer 
Berenice Abbott was born in Springfield, Ohio, in 1898, attended public schools 
in Columbus and Cleveland and spent a year at Ohio State University (1917-1918) . 

The painter Louis Lozowick (1892-1973) also attended Ohio State, graduating 
in 1918. In 1931 his lithograph. City on a Rock , won first prize in an inter- 
national print show sponsored by The Print Club of Cleveland and held at 
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The Cleveland Museum of Art. Most closely associated with Cleveland was 
Margaret Bourke-White, whose career was launched by a series of photographs 
she took between 1927 and 1929 of the city's architecture and industry. Her 
photographs of Cleveland's Otis Steel Mill caught the attention of Henry Luce 
who hired her as associate editor and photographer for Fortune Magazine . 

Images of America is supported by a grant from the National Endowment 
for the Arts and by funds provided by Leslie J. and Marjorie E. Kitselman in 
memory of their mother, June Hannum Kitselman. The Cleveland showing is assisted 
by a grant from the Ohio Arts Council. 

An illustrated catalogue prepared by Karen Tsujimoto accompanies the 
exhibition and can be purchased from the Museum Bookstore for $19.95. 


IMAGES OF AMERICA - SCHEDULE OF EDUCATIONAL PROGRAMS 


GALLERY TALKS August 17 through 23, 1;30 pm (except Monday) 

John Moore, Assistant Curator, Art History and Education 

AUDIO-VISUAL August 17 through October 9 (except Mondays) 

PROGRAM The slide-tape, "Precisionist Painting and Modern Photography," 

will run continuously — 11:30 to 4:00 pm Tuesday through Saturday, 
1:30 to 4:30 pm on Sunday — in the Museum's audio-visual center. 


GUEST LECTURE Sunday, September 25, 2:00 pm . Recital Hall 

"The Emergence of the Machine Image in American Art" 

Milton W. Brown, Professor of Art History, The City University 
of New York; authority on early American modernist painting; 
co-author of American Art (Abrams, 1979); author of The Modern 
Spirit: American Painting 1908-1935 (Arts Council of Great 
Britain, 1977) , and American Painting from the Armory Show to 
the Depression (Princeton, 1955) . 
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LECTURE Four Wednesdays, beginning September 14, 2:15 pm ^ Recital Hall 
SERIES Sheila Webb, Instructor, Art History and Education 


September 14 
September 21 
September 28 
October 5 


Precisionist Painting 

Charles Sheeler — Painter and Photographer 
The California Group f.64 
Photography in the Thirties 


FILMS 


Wednesdays, beginning September 14, at 12:30 and 7:00 pm . Recital Hall 


September 14 
September 21 
September 28 
October 5 
October 12 
October 19 
October 26 


Georgia O’Keeffe, 60 min. 

Edward Steichen, 27 min. 

Ansel Adams, 20 min. 

Imogen Cunningham, 20 min. 

Edward Weston, 27 min. 

Photography, Part One, 28 min. (History to 1920) 
Photography, Part Two, 28 min. (Master photographers) 


Sunday, September 18, 3:30 pm , Gartner Auditorium 

Three historic films by photographers represented in the exhibition 
will be shown in the following sequence: 

Mannahatta (1921, 9 minutes) by Charles Sheeler and Paul Strand 
celebrates the modern metropolis with photographic stills of 
New York skyscrapers and the poetry of Walt Whitman. 

The Plow That Broke the Plains (1936, 28 minutes), directed by 
Pare Lorentz and filmed by Paul Strand and Ralph Steiner. One 
of America’s first documentaries records the tragedy of farmers 
whose lands were lost during the depression-era dust storms. 

The City (1939, 43 minutes) by Ralph Steiner and Willard Van Dyke 
surveys urban growth in America with a humorous look at life in 
crowded Manhattan. A popular attraction at the 1939 World’s Fair. 


SPECIAL Sunday, August 21, 4:00 pm . Recital Hall 
PROGRAM 

’’Spin a Dark Fire: Poetry, Painting, and Science” 

A program by the Poets’ League of Greater Cleveland explores 
relationships among poetry, painting, and science. Broadcasters 
Rebecca Fisher and Leon Bibb will read poems by Milton, Keats, 
Tennyson; by William Carlos Williams and other 20th-century American 
writers whose work has affinities with the Precisionist s; and by 
Cleveland-area poets. Slides of works from the exhibition and the 
Museum collection accompany the performance. 

# # # 


For additional information, photographs, color slides, please contact the Public 
Information Office, The Cleveland Museum of Art, 11150 East Boulevard, Cleveland, 
Ohio 44106; 216/421-7340. 


